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ABSTRACT 



Recent research by the Manpower Demonstration Research 
Corporation (MDRC) indicates that while recipients in public housing may be a 
more dif f icult- to-employ group in some locales, they may also benefit the 
most from mainstream welfare- to-work programs. Some policy implications 
raised by the evidence include the following: (1) the link between employment 

and housing among welfare recipients is not well understood; (2) in some 
cities, welfare recipients living in public housing are harder to employ than 
other recipients, but not everywhere; (3) welfare- to-work programs can be 
more effective for recipients in public housing than for those in other types 
of housing; (4) policymakers should look beyond mainstream welfare- to-work 
programs to help recipients in public housing succeed more in the labor 
market; and (5) Jobs -Plus, an employment program aimed at urban public 
housing residents could do more for public housing residents than mainstream 
programs targeted without respect to housing status. The study concluded that 
public officials ought to make housing status a key consideration in 
developing strategies to strengthen mainstream welfare- to-work programs, and 
that special efforts may be required in order to promote big improvements in 
the self-sufficiency of welfare recipients in public housing. (KC) 
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I F you are a welfare recipient living 
in public housing, are you less likely 
than other recipients to succeed in 
the labor market or to benefit from 
government welfare-to-work pro- 
grams? Recent research by the 
Manpower Demonstration Research 
Corporation (MDRC) indicates that 
while recipients in public housing may 
be a more difficult-to-employ group 
in some locales, they may also benefit 
the most from mainstream welfare- 
to-work programs. This policy brief 
examines the evidence and its impli- 
cations for policymakers. 1 



The Link Between 
Employment and Housing 
Among Welfare Recipients 
Is Not Well Understood 

Many low-income people in the 
United States both receive welfare 
and live in government-subsidized 
housing. Until fairly recently, however, 
welfare policies designed to promote 
work have typically ignored recipients' 
housing status, and job programs for 
residents of subsidized housing have 
usually not focused on those tenants 
who are welfare recipients. 

Major changes in both welfare and 
housing policies have increased the 
urgency of moving public housing 
welfare recipients into employment. 
The landmark 1996 federal welfare 
law set five-year limits on most fami- 
lies' receipt of federal welfare pay- 
ments. It is widely assumed that a 
large proportion of people who will 
reach this time limit live in public 
housing and that this is because they 
are among the hardest to employ. If 
they reach the welfare time limit, they 
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may lose their welfare income and 
find themselves unable to pay rent. In 
cities where welfare recipients make 
up a majority of public housing ten- 
ants, this could pose an enormous 
problem — for both the recipients 
and the public housing authorities, 
which depend on income-based rent 
payments. 

The Quality Housing and Work 
Responsibility Act of 1998 provides 
another strong impetus to help wel- 
fare recipients in public housing suc- 
ceed in the labor market. Several pro- 
visions are intended to promote resi- 
dents' self-sufficiency and achieve 
more mixed-income public housing 
communities. In cities where welfare 
families make up a major share of 
public housing tenants, these goals 
may not be achieved unless tenants 
are better able to move from welfare 
to work. 

Hence, a central question is: Are 
public housing residents who are also 
welfare recipients really harder to 
employ? This issue has not been 
studied extensively. Recent MDRC 
research, however, provides some 
new evidence. 2 



In Some Cities, Welfare 
Recipients Living in Public 
Housing Are Indeed Harder 
to Employ Than Other 
Recipients — But Not 
Everywhere 

Important information on this issue 
comes from a study of 5,700 single- 
parent welfare recipients who were 
part of an evaluation of a mainstream 
welfare-to-work program in Fulton 
County (Atlanta), Georgia, operating 



in the 1990s. 3 The study randomly 
assigned recipients' either to the pro- 
gram or to a non-program (i.e., con- 
trol) group. It then classified recipients 
according to their housing status: 

(1) public housing, (2) Section 8 
housing, 4 or (3) unsubsidized private 
housing. 5 

Does housing status matter for 
employability? And did being in the 
program make a difference? Looking 
first at recipients who were not in the 
program (i.e., the control group), 
here's what the study found: 

° Welfare recipients in public hous- 
ing were indeed the most likely to 
have substantial employment barri- 
ers, while those in unsubsidized 
private housing were the least like- 
ly. Recipients of Section 8 subsidies 
fell between these two groups. For 
example, before entering the 
study, 58 percent of public hous- 
ing residents, 50 percent of the 
Section 8 group, and just 27 per- 
cent of the unsubsidized group 
had been on welfare for five years 
or more. In addition, welfare recip- 
ients in public housing were the 
most likely to have been unem- 
ployed for a year or more, to lack 
a high school diploma or GED, and 
to have grown up in a household 
on welfare. 

° This same pattern holds up when 
looking at the subsequent employ- 
ment and welfare experience of 
the non-program (control) group. 
Those in public housing develop- 
ments or Section 8 subsidized 
housing fared worse in finding 
jobs and leaving welfare than 
recipients living in unsubsidized 



3 




m Public housing Q Subsidized private [Jj Unsubsidized private 

housing (Section 8) housing 



private housing (see Figure 1). 
Furthermore, these differences 
may have had more to do with the 
residents' characteristics than with 
the nature of public housing. 

0 However, while these Atlanta 
results raise concerns about the 
particularly severe employment 
difficulties confronted by public 
housing residents on welfare, find- 
ings from other cities show that 
this state of affairs is not true 
everywhere. In two other locations 
studied — Columbus, Ohio, and 
three urban counties in Minnesota 
— differences in employability by 
housing status were small and 
inconsistent. 6 



Welfare-to-Work Programs 
Can Be More Effective for 
Recipients in Public Housing 
Than for Those in Other 
Types of Housing 

The Atlanta study also examined the 
effectiveness of Atlanta's welfare-to- 
work program in changing the nor- 
mal employment and welfare experi- 
ences of recipients living in different 
types of housing. It looked at two dif- 
ferent strategies used for helping 
recipients move from welfare to 
work. The labor force attachment 
strategy encouraged people to find 
and take jobs quickly, while the 
human capital development strategy 
stressed participating in education 
and training before seeking work, in 
the hope that this would help people 
get better jobs. 7 Participation in the 
program was mandatory for those 
deemed eligible. 



strategy are illustrated in Figure 2. 
Similar patterns were found for 
the human capital development 
strategy. 

° This pattern of differences in 
effects by housing status was not 
limited to Atlanta. Results of simi- 
lar analyses from the Columbus 
and Minnesota studies reinforce 
the picture of better impacts for 
residents of government-assisted 
housing. 8 

The effect of those programs was 
to narrow the gap in employment, 
earnings, and welfare between wel- 
fare recipients in government-assisted 
housing and those in unsubsidized 



housing. While this is impressive, the 
fact that the latter benefited least 
from these programs is noteworthy 
because this group accounts for 
about three-quarters of the welfare 
caseload nationwide. 



Policymakers Should Look 
Beyond Mainstream" 
Welfare-to-Work Programs 
to Help Recipients in Public 
Housing Succeed More in 
the Labor Market 

Notwithstanding the positive results 
that the mainstream welfare-to-work 
programs had on public housing resi- 



Figure 2. 

Program Impacts Were Largest for Atlanta Welfare Recipients in Public Housing 
Cumulative Impacts Over the 3 Years After Random Assignment 

Impacts on Average Earnings Impacts on Average Total AFDC/TANF Payments 



0 The program's success varied by 
housing status: Its effects (impacts) 
on employment, earnings, and 
welfare were consistently larger for 
welfare recipients living in public 
housing — and to some extent for 
recipients with Section 8 subsidies 
— than for recipients with no 
housing subsidies. The results 
for the labor force attachment 
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